Transfer of the Epstein-Barr virus (EBV) DNA fragment coding for EBNA-1, the putative transforming antigen of EBV, into normal human lymphocytes: gene expression without cell transformation.
Fresh human lymphocytes were transfected with cloned EBV DNA fragments containing the coding exon for EBNA-1. DNA-loaded reconstituted Sendai Virus envelopes (RSVE) were used for efficient gene transfer. EBNA was detected by immunofluorescence in 1-5% of cells transfected with either the cloned BamHl K fragment of EBV DNA (5.1 kb) or the recombinant plasmid pSV3neoEBNA1, containing only the 2.0kb EBNA-1 coding exon. EBV-specific mRNA was detected by hybridization up to 14 days after DNA transfer. Quantitation of mRNA by laser densitometry revealed that the transcription level was similar to that obtained after infection with an intact virus. However, no effect on cellular proliferation was observed by (3H)-thymidine incorporation assays, and transformation was not achieved. We conclude that though EBNA-1 may be necessary for cellular immortalization by EBV, it alone is not sufficient.